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HOW TIME MAY BE 
INDUSTRIOUSLY WASTED AT SCHOOL. 
A REMINISCENCE. 

By Emily Miall. 


t 

“Miss Percy,” said a head mistress to a slight young girl 
of seventeen, “you are intending, I believe, to teach when 
you leave school this term.” 

Miss Percy assented. “ It would be a most advantageous 
thing for you if you could read some standard English 
works before leaving— let me see— Rollin’s Ancient History, 
Robertson s Histories of Scotland and Charles V., and a 
good History of India. Don’t waste any of your leisure 
over novels. I here’s a book very much the rage just now, 
Jane Eyre , let nothing tempt you to read it, it’s intolerably 
^i ar - And, bye the bye, Miss Laura Bedford is also 
t in 'ing of teaching, persuade her to join you; you can 

ot make time by getting up a little earlier and working 
before breakfast.” 

It is more than 30 years since this advice was given by 
principa a ^ ac ^ es College to the young girl i n 
but Ve°re’ , Hlg ? Schooh and Examinations were not yet, 

as hearl ^ a< ^ t ^ e ^ ast generation, laudably ambitious 

youne worn & ^ u advanced London School, to “ turn out ’ 
that an endless" sA accom P lishmen ts and attainments 
known education.! * ? f maSters and teachers, and every 
Miss Percv 1 1 a PP lance could then produce. 

Presence. thou gHful as she left the principal’s 

t’s S interested lady, genuinely anxious for 


h6r studen t’s success, had" 


suggested to her earlier in 


the 
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year that she should bring up her music to a greater point 
of perfection, and, as it was, Miss Percy got up at six in 
order to practice for two hours before eight. Miss Southfield, 
the principal, had also criticized her drawing and advised 
her to devote an hour a day to it so as to undertake to 
teach at least the “ elements, and she had allowed the 
girl to study till ten o clock in the evening, a privilege rarely 
granted to any of the boarders. 

So Emily Percy looked thoughtful as she left the head- 
mistress, and, getting out the works enumerated, made 
a rough calculation that to read them through before 
leaving, would mean two hours more work a day, inevitably 
before breakfast, because every hour after was already 


filled up. 

So the following morning, with implicit faith in Miss 
Southfield’s wisdom and kindness, Emily awoke at four and 
roused her friend Laura, who was an orphan and somewhat 
delicate. To economize time was of the utmost importance, 
to and therefore the two girls, as it was summer, arranged 
dress in turns, so that Emily could read aloud in her night- 
dress while Laura dressed, and Laura would take the book 
while Emily did her hair for her, great masses of red-brown 
hair that took many minutes to coax into any sort of ordet. 
In this way the first half or three quarters of the time 
was spent in dressing and reading, and at six off " e nt 
Emily to her two-hours’ practice. Immediately after brea - 
fast classes began; dinner was at one; and for an our 
in the morning, two and two the girls walked in the ^ su ur s 
of London, their only recreation and exercise, \\a 'e a 
talked and nothing more. Not to weary the rea er " 
details of the time table, it may be useful to now 
subjects that claimed Emily’s attention during t e w - 

French and German, Arithmetic, History, Botany or ’ 

Astronomy, Literature, Natural Theology, • 

or some other branch of Moral Philosophy, ri * a , 

(Vocal and Instrumental), two kinds of Draw ’(V* Ar a the- 
and you might add to these if necessary, Latin, ta ia > 

matics. and the Harp. training, 

certain lessons in the elementary schoo - ) •> 

and occasionally took a class of small ones ie ^ 
reading marked out by the head-mistress was accompl.shed 
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between four and six by the end of the term except the 
History of India, which Emily managed to skim through 
alone by utilising a short spell of time between dinner and 
work, and finally the whole of Rollin s enormous Ancient 
History, Robertson’s Scotland and Charles V., and a thick 
dry History of India were actually squeezed into the already 
overcrowded last term. The History of India might also 
have been forced into the morning’s work but for a difficulty 
which arose between Emily and Laura, who began to find 
the four o’clock rising almost impossible. Poor girl, the 
spirit was indeed willing but the flesh rebelled, and Emily 
with the unsympathetic ignorance of a tougher nature and 
headlong insistance on carrying out the task to its end, 
called and roused and tormented her friend into getting 
up and going on with the reading, half blind and dazed 
with sleep, and this long struggle “ wasted ” her time and 
pushed the History of India out of the before breakfast 
performance altogether. 

Now any superficial observer watching this young girl from 
four till ten at night in her daily routine, might have exclaimed 
“ what industry ! what an amount she must know ! what 
accomplishments ! how diligent and zealous ! she never 
wastes a moment of her time ! ” Well, there never would 
have been a greater mistake. It was all wasted, and worse. 

Let us justify this assertion. To read the books was 
physically possible; to grasp their meaning', to remember any 
portion of them was not. A hundredth part marked, learned 
and inwardly digested might have become at least the starting 
point of further historical interest or knowledge, but of all 
t ose hours of reading, nothing, absolutely nothing was left 
ot a ter many years, at the time itself except the useless 
Vla dem f r °m Rollin that somewhere, at some time, during 
str uT’ a *° Wn d * d stand a siege of twenty-nine years. L 
hour- mily . aS • Of the one hundred and fifty odd 
exerciser/ m hard readin £ aloud, a fatiguing physical 
beino- ,w / S WaS the onl y & ain in addition to the fraud of 
count th e ^° Say books bad been read. Now let us 

Krowino- 6 ^- 0 ^! *“* ne hundred and fifty hours of sleep to two 
energy g b fai S -' What increase of stature, weight, nervous 

eyesight i " v, P ° Wer * wllat prolongation of clear and keen 
y ghU w ^ at renewal of intelligence, of animal spirits, of 
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faculty in general, of good looks does this amount of 
sweet and blessed sleep imply! Think of the physical, 
mental, moral development even, sacrificed to this one poor 
barren fact, that somewhere a town did once hold out for nine 
and twenty long years ! Was not the time worse than wasted r 
But the two hours practice that followed ? Surely Emily 
became a brilliant pianist : Not at all. With a passionate 

love of music and a longing to give thereby expression to an 
emotional nature, the two hours practice were also worse than 
wasted. But how ? Well, there was a way of teaching music, 
not yet extinct, by which a girl, led from the very first into 
the worst habits, gradually and with infinite toil blunders 
into some performance of a trashy drawing-room piece, or, 
worse than all, into a misinterpretation of something worthy. 
Without any power to read (music), with no understanding 
of it, a collection of such painful performances constitutes 
all her attainments in music, till the inevitable awakening 
comes some day, when a kind friend says : “ My dear girl, 
never play that sonata again ; I could have screamed with 
a gony at the way you murder it ; ” or, as in the case of Emily, 
who went abroad and took lessons wishing to improve, to 
hear the Parisian professor declare : “ If you ever want to 
play decently, you must begin again from the very beginning. 
An' hour’s work a day from 12 to 1 6 years of age at the very 
least, 1400 hours of patient, mistaken drudgery, with the 
result in the end of only knowing how not to do it. 1400 + 
150=1550 hours. Now, as regards languages, through the 
fortunate circumstance of having been two years abroac , 
Emily had a certain grasp of French and German w ic 
clung to her in spite of the fact that she made no ur er 
progress during the year in London, paitly owing, no ’ 

to inferior methods of teaching and partly to the mu ^ 
plicity of subjects which divided her attention, m teres 

faculties, so that all preparation was done at express speed, 

and every thought of the subject in hanc lsmisse 

mind as^oon Is the class was over. Notwrthstandmg^the 

stationary condition of her French an ^ these 

appeared to her amazement top or / & Dutch 

subjects. Now as she had been quite low down m her Dutc> 
school, this was a mystery only cleared up graduu b mait^ 
years, when she became practically acquain 1 1 
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T ^Teaching in the majority of English schools. v , 
a Tsix hours a week were demanded for modern lan gUa s 
•Th this gratifying but incomprehensible result ; but coming 
i: os hrdrama of Schiller and that of Racine, ^ 
formed the subject of the lessons and reading them ag ain 

[12 a sho rt interval Emily found them as new as ,f she had 
never opened their pages. Plot, characters, fine passages, 
unfamiliar words, idioms, all were absolutely new, as was also 
the play of Shakespeare, Julius tccsar, from which the gi r l s 
acted two or three scenes without knowing what preceded or 
followed. Only the other day the writer came across one of 
a class of girls who had worked at Moliere’s Bourgeois 
Geniilhomne for a year, without finding out that it was funny , 
from which we may infer that the same kind of teaching goes 
on (rarely let us hope) to-day and has gone on uninterruptedly 
since, for how could the teacher herself realize the delightful 
fun of Moliere’s broadest farce, and not communicate it to her 
class if she had understood it. And this happened only the 
other day in the High school of one of the largest towns in 
England. Is such teaching time wasted or time worse than 
wasted? To my thinking it is worse than wasted. 

But not to carry our arithmetic further, for figures are 
not entertaining and are usually passed over by the gentle 
reader, let us touch briefly upon the remaining work. 

The drawing was conducted on the same lines as the 
music, and Emily never drew, though some of the girls 
having a decided gift, achieved great things in the way of 
beautiful copies of drawings, a procedure which leads, I am 
told, to no true artistic development, and is in growing 
disfavor. 

But English fared very ill, for notwithstanding a weekly 
lesson on English literature, it somehow happened that 
Emily and Laura never even heard of Wordsworth, Shelley, 
eats or lennyson, and knew nothing of Shakespeare, 
i ton, Spencer or Chaucer, except the afore-mentioned 
cenes rom Julius Caesar. What was actually done during 

r e ,r SOnS Cann0t be re ' cal led, so slight and transient 

S i e lm pression conveyed, but as great stress was laid 
imnort^V C ° rreCt r ^ ac ^ n l 5 aloud, possibly this really useful, 
literature accom plishment overpowered and obscured the 
proper. It i s all the same inexplicable how a 
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young girl who had as a child, a very unusual taste for 
and appreciation of poetry, should work at literature fo^ 
a year, one lesson a week, and learn nothing. Some light 
has lately been thrown on this problem by a fact coming 
under the writer’s recent experience of a boy, who knowing 
French well at ten, steadily forgot it, in the course of three 
years’ teaching (?) two leasons a week, at a Grammar School. 

There was a course of lectures on Greek history that made 
a vivid and lasting impression on Emily. In this respect 
she was fortunate, for out of a class of 20 nearly growm-up 
girls, only three or four kept awake during the course 
because of the conditions under which the lectures were 
delivered. 

Astronomy and the use of the globes, botany and geology, 
shorthand and natural theology, can nothing be said in 
justification of the time spent on these ? 

We must be fair. Emily had to carry the skeleton with its 
one arm and leg up and down stairs for the half-yearly lecture 
on natural theology. She became therefore acquainted, if not 
intimate with some human bones ; the eye of an ox, too, dis- 
sected and handed round twice a year for inspection on a 
needle was remembered as well, and a great interest was 
excited in geology by the highly coloured diagrams that 
illustrated that course. On the other hand botany became 
loathsome because of the repulsive way in which it was 
offered, and the same may be said roughly of astronomy. 

But not to weary the reader with further details, it will 
suffice to say that in spite of all these long hours of study, all 
this industry and at least an average amount of intelligence 
and ambition, when Emily left school and began to teach, 
there came upon her all at once a bewildering sense of 
ignorance. No one, for instance, had ever explained rules of 
arithmetic to her, therefore why certain sums w r ere kind 
enough to turn out right and others would not, she could not 
understand ; the commonest facts of the politics of the day 
were listened to for the first time; nature was a sealed boo 
what was the geology that gave no clue as to the composition 
of the country through which she travelled, e\ en w hen exposes 
in the most striking way in railway cuttings . 01 ". 

granite, ash or elm ? She could not tell. Men ta ve o 
shares — what were they? Was that a calf 01 sheep, tanging 
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i Zws shop ? She scarce dared ask. p a . " 

up in y° nd ^ d u U E mily set about learning that most useful^ 
^I'lKSon' the immeasurable height and the unfathomable 
f Hf her ignorance. It is a lesson some never learn. The 

deP 1 fin from her eyes, and in a groping fashion, with talk 
“a h»ki and shore excursions she began her own education- 
,tn „g n "ny true sense for the first time what her friend 
.miosed she had been taught at school, and dimly realizing 
ifter many years how much the natural growth of her mini 
L consequently the power to acquire real permanent 
knowledge had been arrested by her education. 

A suspicion that the Southfield educational system was 
not altogether satisfactory in its results, seems to have 
dawned about this time on the principal herself. I he young 
girls wer e lady-like, refined, laborious and conscientious, 
but there was a monotonous sameness in all the higher 
forms, and no signs of mental vivacity or initiative, no 
foreshadowing of distinction in character or intellect. Gentle, 
subdued, orderly, the elder students went mechanically 
through their daily avocations without enjoyment or enthu- 
siasm. So the painstaking Miss S. set about devising a 
remedy, and one evening to the dismay of the boarders, it 
was announced that she would ask them each next evening 
when assembled at prayers for “a new ideal” \es! from 
immature young girls who had no time to observe, reflect, 
to drink in slowly old ideas, to work out suggestions that fall 
in talk and set the mind wondering, from girls whose every 
hour was filled up for them regardless ol their individual 
tastes or powers, who saw nothing outside the college day 
after day but the same long unlovely London streets, who 
caught no bright inspiration from contact with developed 
minds, from these were to come, somehow, what only a gifted 
lew, head and shoulders above their fellows, work out after 
years of meditation and travail of soul, new ideas. 

Little wonder that this notion of the principal’s w T as the 
only new idea ever produced ! 

Lear good ambitious head mistress! New ideas come to a 
man as, he lies idly watching an apple fall, or basking ,n 
re s warmth, listening to the singing of the kettle, ° 
orgettmg to see if cakes burn in the housewife’s oven, 
an ering lonely over the heaths and through the gl enS ^ 
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ruin and rill in his native land. So come new ideas to the 
inspired few, and if it were not for the spring in the human 
mind, for its wonderful power of recovery, for the force with 
which its natural flow, arrested for a time, will return to its 
destined channel after long diversion, the number of new 
ideas in the world must become fewer and fewer. 

Now this happened more than thirty years ago, and in the 
mean time High Schools have arisen and examinations been 
instituted, and few girls work as long and as fruitlessly as 
Emily and Laura; but the girls of to-day suffer still from want 
of leisure, from hurry and cram, from multiplicity of subjects, 
from too frequent and too harassing examinations, and from 
the lack of time to hear, see, think, play, rest and grow like 
flowers in physical and moral beauty. 
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